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The San Luis Valley is home to the oldest and longest continually occupied non-native indigenous 
communities in the state of Colorado. These communities, centered in and around the Culebra 
watershed, established the first community ditches, known as acequias, along the Rio Culebra. Acequia 
communities treat water as a communal resource, distributing it partially on the basis of equity and 
need. Among the customary norms of acequia governance is the principle of “shared scarcity”. In a time 
of drought, every farmer uses less water so that all can share in the limited resource. Tracts of pasture 
and forestland associated with the acequia were also historically held and utilized communally. Today, 
many acequia communities are still in operation and continue to employ principles of water sharing that 
have their origins in Arabic and Mesoamerican traditions.  
 
These working agricultural landscapes are culturally important to the State of Colorado, the Rio Grande 
Basin, and the Culebra watershed. Acequias also provide a wide range of ecosystem services including 
wildlife habitat and preserving open space. Colorado Open Lands (COL), in recognition of the critical role 
of acequias in the region, launched the Acequia Conservation Initiative (ACI) to help historically 
underserved acequia landowners create stability and sustainability in their agricultural operations. The 
ACL seeks to accomplish this goal through the placement of conservation easements on acequia 
properties to protect and secure senior water rights and providing financial and technical assistance to 
promote practices benefiting soil health and enhancing water quality and quantity. In 2018, COL received 
a Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) grant through the United States Department of 
Agriculture – Natural Resources Conservation Service to begin implementation. The RCPP project will 
utilize the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) dollars to provide cost-share to acequia 
members to implement a wide range of conservation practices.   
 
COL is requesting $75,000, 14% of the total project cost, through Colorado’s Water Plan Grant. Grant 
funding will be used to pay the cost share for these underserved farmers and ranchers for EQIP projects 
that will be completed using NRCS technical assistance and engineering and COL oversight, engagement, 
and reporting. Matching funds will be provided by the applicant, NRCS, and the Sangre de Cristo Acequia 
Association. The Rio Grande Basin Roundtable supports this application.  
 
This project furthers several of Colorado’s Water Plan critical action goals relating to agriculture 
including encouraging agriculture efficiency and resiliency while promoting agricultural productivity. The 
project also supports collaboration; bringing a diverse group of stakeholders together to leverage public 
dollars. Finally, this project will provide multiple benefits including helping to preserve the acequia 
community, improve water quality and quantity, promote soil health, and enhance drought resiliency.  

 D E T A I L S 
Total Project Cost: $537,000
Water Plan Grant Request: $75,000
Other CWCB Funding: $0
Other Funding Amount:               $432,000
Applicant Match: $30,000

Project Type(s): IPP, Construction    

Project Category(Categories): Agricultural 

Measurable Result: Agricultural water efficiency 
improvements, water quality enhancement, aquatic 
habitat restoration  

L O C A T I O N
County/Counties:  Costilla 
Drainage Basin:     Rio Grande 

Lat: 37.2050 
Long: 105.5005
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